Juvenal - live! 

Cathy Mercer 


Everyone has heard of experimental archaeology: living in wickerwork huts or dragging 
sarsens across Salisbury Plain. But what about experimental Classics? Could a modern 
audience sit through and understand, let alone enjoy, a recital in English of Juvenal satire? 
After all Juvenal wrote his satire for performance before an audience. 

I was studying Satire I with an A-level Latin group: the humour was slow in coming across as 
we grappled with a maze of allusions to strange people and places. 'This is a bit like studying 
a Ben Elton script' I said, 'Without Ben'. So how about bringing the humour out by 
performance? I turned to Craig Crosbie, trained both as a classicist and actor, and he 
plumped for a performance of Satire VI with its provocative diatribe on female immorality 
designed to titillate any audience with details of fun and fornication. 

Roman Satire is so rarely performed that no one knows how to stage it. A controlled calm 
proved the best tone for the bitter lines and the costume and set were kept as neutral as 
possible. Craig wore a dinner jacket and the set was bare, save for a single spot illuminating 
him. No togas, no broken columns, no back-projections of Livia or Jayne Mansfield. The 
allusions which exam candidates sweat over presented no real problem. It isn't necessary to 
understand their background in order to giggle at Juvenal's comments. 

The experiment proved a great success: audiences from all walks of life enjoyed the show, 
initially at the Pentameters Theatre in Hampstead and since then in University College 
London, and at Edinburgh. Lively literary discussions have followed in the bars afterwards: 'I 
loved the bit about senators paddling through their wives' piddle to the Altar of Chastity'. 
'Why does Juvenal go on and on about extra-nuptial naughtiness and then say he'd like to 
marry a tuppenny tart?' The audience loved the way that Juvenal contradicted himself, 
swiping at any female - or male, occasionally - who came to mind, be it the slip-shod Latin 
or blue-stockinged erudition of his hapless female. Here was no one-dimensional hectoring 
Alf Garnett style. 

The greatest obstacle to enjoyment turned out to be the title: a performance of Juvenal 
Satire VI. Many classicists were scared off because, they said, they had never read it(!) One 
teacher thought it might confuse her charges as Satire VI was not on their Juvenal A-level 
prescription. Non-classicists were scared off because Joe Public feels that Roman literature 
is inherently dull and difficult. 


So in Edinburgh the terms of reference were strictly to Up Pompeii and Frankie Howerd: 



THATCHER'S BLUE OUTFIT do SEXPOTS OF ANCIENT ROME 
performed by PETRONIUS O'WORSETHORNE 


A contemporary subversive satire on feminine foible. Vivid, visual and vitriolic. 

Monologues can be deadly, but Juvenal's self-contradictions and lively observations keep an 
audience on their toes and he moves swiftly from one brilliantly described target to the 
next. His variety never fails to surprise and so it is possible for an audience with no specialist 
knowledge both to understand and enjoy a performance. 

Cathy Mercer is head of classics at a school in Upminster. 



